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Student Teacher Steps Up During Tragic Loss
CEDARVILLE, OHIO -- Winter Fraley, a junior special education major from Cleveland, Ohio, served
as a teacher candidate in a second grade classroom in 2021, gaining field experience she hoped would
prepare her for a teaching career. Her job became more challenging than she anticipated when the
teacher she was supposed to shadow unexpectedly died of COVID-19.
“I absolutely did not know what I was getting myself into,” said Fraley, who started the school year full
of hope and excitement. She was looking forward to observing and helping a seasoned elementary
school teacher who was to serve as her mentor.
“I missed the first day of class because I was diagnosed with COVID,” Fraley said. “I was really
disappointed.”
Once Fraley was released from quarantine, she returned to her assigned classroom excited to get
started. But her mentor teacher was not in the classroom. Instead, Fraley worked with a substitute
teacher.
“I was informed that my teacher would likely not be returning to the classroom that year. She had
contracted COVID and was being hospitalized,” said Fraley. “I was terrified that I would be assigned to
another classroom. I remember calling Dr. [Megan] Brown and begging, ‘Please don’t take me away
from these kids; they need me.’ I had already built relationships with these kids, and I didn’t want to
start over.”
Brown is an assistant professor of education and arranges student-teacher and teacher candidate
placements for pre-K through fifth grade.
Fraley was allowed to continue student teaching as a teacher candidate in that class, and a long-term
substitute was brought in. “The substitute and I were both learning on the fly,” she said.
Then Fraley received the horrifying news. Her mentor teacher had died in the hospital of COVID-19. This
made a difficult situation even more sensitive.
The second graders were upset and confused, and Fraley, along with the long-term substitute, were
there to support the students through the tragic loss. “Thus far I had been the only consistent presence
in their classroom,” she explained. With the guidance of Brown, Fraley walked with her students
through the grief caused by the teacher’s passing.
The traumatic event exacerbated behavior issues Fraley had noticed in the students earlier in the school
year. So, Fraley transformed the class’ broken behavior-management system by implementing positive
reinforcements.

“We worked a lot on positive self-talk, and I used positive reinforcement for good behavior, which got
them really excited,” said Fraley. “That was one of the most rewarding parts, finding a solution that
worked for the kids.”
Fraley struggled with her own mental health during this period. “It was impossible not to take the
weight of what I saw and heard at the school home with me,” she said. “A lot of my students lacked
strong parental figures, and it often felt like I was filling the role of a mom for them.”
Fraley drew strength from her Christian faith to serve her students, even on hard days. “Ultimately, it's
not about what I did. I was just doing what I felt God had told me to do,” she said.

Located in southwest Ohio, Cedarville University is an accredited, Christ-centered, Baptist
institution with an enrollment of 4,715 undergraduate, graduate and online students in more
than 150 areas of study. Founded in 1887, Cedarville is one of the largest private universities in
Ohio, recognized nationally for its authentic Christian community, rigorous academic programs,
including the Bachelor of Arts in Primary (P5)/Special Education, strong graduation and
retention rates, accredited professional and health science offerings and high student
engagement ranking. For more information about the University, visit cedarville.edu.
Written by Elizabeth Kanzeg

Photo Captions:
Photo 1: Winter Fraley from Cleveland, Ohio. (Photo courtesy of Winter Fraley)
Photo 2: Teacher Candidates from Cedarville University. (Photo courtesy of Winter Fraley)

